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Background
• Sexual abuse is a significant social problem is Ireland 
and the UK. 
• Research shows that there are significant differences 
between the reporting of sexual offences in the process 
and the reality of such offences on the ground. 
• This paper examines some of those differences and 
looks at the role that of the media in the reporting of 
sexual abuse in Ireland and the UK. 
• This study is funded by the Irish Research Council for 
the Humanities and Social Science.
Literature
• Hawkins, 1994 : Prevention of abuse 
requires publics to be educated
• Brawley, 1995 : Intervention strategies 
seen as particularly important.  
• Franklin & Howartt, 1996; Goddard & 
Saunders, 2000: media coverage can be  
abusive in itself, a disservice to victims 
• ‘Name and shame’ campaigns condemned
Current Methodology
• Irish Times/ UK Times/The Mirror databases on Nexis-
Lexis
• Five weeks randomly sampled from each of ten years, 
yielding 50 weeks of stories in total
• Complex search term (all variants of sexual abuse/ 
assault, molestation, gross indecency, incest, rape  and 
buggery) yielded the following:
– 1127 stories from Irish Times
– 868 stories from The Mirror
– 961 stories from The Times (UK)
• Each story coded for 35 variables
• Irish Times complete, others are work in progress.
Number of stories initial & final 
samples by newspaper
Title Irish Times Mirror UK Times Total
Initial 1127 868 961 3931
Final 571 512 317 1912
Stories by victim type by 
newspaper
Title/
Victim
Irish Times Mirror UK Times Total
Child 381 217 120 718
66.7% 42.4% 38.0% 51.3%
Adult 176 237 146 559
30.8% 46.3% 46.2% 39.9%
Unspecified 14 58 51 123
2.5% 11.3% 15.8% 8.8%
Total 571 512 317 1400
100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Crime type by newspaper
Count
161 203 136 500
311 170 84 565
0 11 3 14
11 0 0 11
15 1 0 16
16 48 45 109
13 30 25 68
0 10 7 17
527 473 300 1300
Rape
Sexual assault
Gross Indecency
Buggery
Incest
Murder
Sexual Harassment
Child pornography
Specif ic
crime
Total
The Irish
Times The Mirror
The Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Total
Crime type by newspaper: children
Crime type by newspaper: adults
Gender of Victims
104 43 27
124 128 59
153 46 34
20 29 19
132 190 117
24 18 10
Male
Female
Unspecif ied
Not Applicable
Child
Male
Female
Unspecif ied
Not Applicable
Adult
Category
of  c rime
Count
The Irish
Times
Count
The Mirror
Count
The
Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Gender of Perpetrators
266 173 89
5 6 5
110 38 26
148 188 118
2 5 3
26 44 25
Male
Female
Unspecif ied
Not Applicable
Child
Male
Female
Unspecif ied
Not Applicable
Adult
Category
of  c rime
Count
The Irish
Times
Count
The Mirror
Count
The
Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Relationship to Perpetrators
Count
10 50 21 81
38 8 6 52
3 0 0 3
10 1 2 13
6 2 5 13
149 47 15 211
1 0 1 2
0 1 0 1
131 14 14 159
2 7 2 11
0 7 2 9
350 137 68 555
Stranger
Parent
Sibling
Unc le/Aunt
Other relat iv e
Authority  f igure
Boy friend/girlf riend
Partner/Spouse
Other
New acquaintance
Colleague
Total
Category  of
crime
Child
The Irish
Times The Mirror
The Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Total
Relationship to Perpetrators
Count
12 40 21 73
1 0 0 1
1 0 0 1
3 5 0 8
16 41 32 89
2 7 3 12
5 2 5 12
106 17 9 132
15 25 9 49
1 21 19 41
162 158 98 418
Stranger
Parent
Unc le/Aunt
Other relat ive
Authority  f igure
Boy friend/girlf riend
Partner/Spouse
Other
New acquaintance
Colleague
Total
Category  of
crime
Adult
The Irish
Times The Mirror
The Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Total
Classification of Perpetrators
Count
109 12 8 129
1 4 6 11
21 26 8 55
11 13 5 29
3 1 1 5
7 7 2 16
1 3 4 8
2 4 5 11
1 0 3 4
0 4 1 5
0 1 0 1
0 1 0 1
4 18 4 26
160 94 47 301
Cleric /Religious
Medical
Teacher/Coach
Soldier/Police/
Sailor/PrisonOf f icer
Farmer
Other (Named)
Entertainer
Business
Prof ess ional
Student
Legal
Sports
Blue Collar
Total
Category
of  crime
Child
The Irish
Times The Mirror
The Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Total
Classification of Perpetrators
Count
4 6 5 15
4 20 15 39
1 6 1 8
10 18 16 44
2 0 4 6
0 8 2 10
0 4 1 5
5 5 4 14
0 7 13 20
1 2 1 4
0 1 4 5
0 5 2 7
2 27 11 40
0 10 3 13
29 119 82 230
Cleric /Religious
Medical
Teacher/Coach
Soldier/Police/
Sailor/PrisonOf f icer
Farmer
Other (Named)
Entertainer
Business
Prof ess ional
Student
Legal
Sports
Blue Collar
Politics
Total
Category
of  c rime
Adult
The Irish
Times The Mirror
The Times
(UK)
Source Tit le
Total
Crime Context: UK
Crime Context: Ireland
Conclusions
• Certain types of crime are over-reported, certain 
perpetrators are highlighted. 
• Rape of both adults and children includes a blame 
component in reporting. 
• Stranger danger is routinely emphasised. 
• Familial abuse is diminished. In particular the 
extent of child sexual abuse is generally ignored. 
• Child neglect is largely ignored.
• The narrow focus of coverage prevents the 
development of public outrage and works against 
the production of effective public policies. 
